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Abstract 
Based on the results of a survey distributed to all instructors at the Center for English 
Education at Asia University, this research report is an analysis of English instructors’ 
experiences and attitudes towards the use of movies and television resources for the 
purposes of English Language education.  Despite some complications regarding levels 
of difficulty, adaptation for classroom use and doubts about students’ motivation, the 
majority of English instructors at CELE view movies and televisions as viable resources 
for language education.  The majority of instructors are currently making use of movies 
and television two target a variety of language skills and as a basis for many different 
kinds of classroom activities.  
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The main English language courses at Asia University are Freshman English 
Classes and English Communication classes.  Freshman English classes are compulsory 
for students of all faculties and run for 45 minutes.  Instructors of these classes usually 
meet their students either four or five times per week.  Communication classes are 
elective and meet once a week for 90 minutes.  In communication classes, the syllabus, 
materials and assessment are completely at the discretion of the individual instructor.  
While Freshman English classes require students to purchase a specific textbook for the 
class, there is also no set syllabus or grading criteria for these courses.  Therefore, in 
both English communication and Freshman English classes, instructors have a lot of 
freedom and time to integrate tasks and materials of their choice into these classes.  This 
article concerns the use of movies and television shows in the English language 
programs at Asia University.  More specifically, this article investigates the extent to 
which these resources are being used, the purposes for which they are being used, and 
the instructors’ perception of their effectiveness as resources for L2 acquisition.  The 
use of audiovisual resources in English language classrooms around the world is 
extremely widespread.  A huge number of textbooks from major publishers come with 
audiovisual materials to enhance the content of most textbooks.  The two series of 
textbooks used in Freshman English classes, Four Corners and Interchange, both come 
with DVDs that complement the textbook material.  However, the focus of this study is 
on materials not specifically designed for use of learning English, but on movies and 
television shows as teaching resources in general.  
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Background and Literature Review 
Motivation and Interest 
The use of movies and television shows/programmes is often seen as a 
motivating factor for students.  English language movies are something that students 
around the world are already familiar with.  The Japanese context is no different.  A 
study in Osaka (Iwasaki, 2009), which asked university students about their current use 
of English in daily life, found that a significant number of respondents reported that 
they used English to engage with music and movies.  Similarly, when asked about their 
preferences for study activities, an overwhelming majority of the students surveyed 
showed preference for music and movies over other options such as grammar, speech 
practice and TOEIC.  
In another study about using movies as learning resources at universities in 
Japan, Cotton (2003) writes, “Movies not only allow the teacher to introduce variety 
and reality into the classroom, but discussions based on movie content allow students to 
bring their own background knowledge and experiences to the discussion” (p. 41).  
Not only in Japan, but studies from various parts of the world such as those of 
Kabooha (2016) and Xhemaili (2013), as well as anecdotal evidence from both myself 
and colleagues over the years, suggest that the integration of movies into the classroom 
is something that students view very positively.  In classes such as Freshman English, 
where a real or perceived lack of motivation is a major concern of many instructors, 
movies may offer a way to motivate students or at least provide variety and liven up 
proceedings.  If an instructor chooses to use movies or television shows/programmes, 
the major challenge is how to use them effectively to build English language skills.  
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Developing Listening Skills 
Perhaps the most obvious application for movies, as they contain naturally 
spoken English, is to use them as a device to improve listening ability.  The most 
apparent disadvantage is that the speed and complexity of the language may make it 
incomprehensible and possibly demotivating for students, especially for students with 
lower-level listening abilities.  The majority of studies in this area concern the use of 
subtitles as a support for the aural input.  A key research area is whether subtitles (also 
referred to as captions or captioning) actually support the development of listening skills 
or merely the immediate comprehension of the material.  
Many studies suggest that subtitles are helpful for learners.  In summarising 
much of the research into this area conducted in the 1990s, Winke et al. (2010) conclude 
that, “the general consensus was that captioning leads to superior performance on 
subsequent comprehension and vocabulary tests” (p.65).  They further assert that 
subtitles are certainly useful as, “…the mapping of form to meaning is facilitated since 
captioning helps identify word boundaries.  In other words, it helps learners segment 
what might otherwise be an incomprehensible stream of speech” (p.65).  In this way, 
simultaneously reading and listening can be seen as beneficial to listening skills.   
As a comprehension aid the advantages of subtitles are obvious.  However 
whether or not they specifically improve one’s long-term listening ability is very 
difficult to gauge.  When students are performing multiple tasks while watching a video 
in a foreign language, receiving visual stimuli from on-screen action and simultaneously 
reading text, there are several questions that instructors need to consider. Winke, Gass 
and Sydorenko suggest that teachers ask themselves the following: “Where is the 
learner’s attention focused?  How do learners balance the intake of audio, video, and 
text? Another question concerns the level of proficiency required to make captions 
beneficial” (Winke, Gass and Sydorenko, 2010). 
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Based on the findings of their research, in which short nature themed 
documentaries were shown to groups of students both with and without subtitles, it was 
suggested that the use of subtitles is helpful for learning because:  
They result in greater depth of processing by focusing attention, reinforce the 
acquisition  of vocabulary through multiple modalities, and allow learners to 
determine meaning  through the unpacking of language chunks. We found that 
listening twice to a video, first with captions and then without, may reduce listener 
anxiety, activate selective and global listening strategies, and promote automaticity in 
processing. (Winke, et al., 2010, p. 81) 
The offering of a clear method, such as watching the video twice (once subtitled 
and once not) is also helpful advice that could be utilised by other educators.  
There is also a field of research exploring the effectiveness of subtitles in the 
learners’ L1 as opposed to in the target language.  This is a more complicated picture as 
it brings in factors such as distraction, cognitive processing and even translation.  One 
such study (Taura, 2001) investigates the comparative effectiveness of watching video 
material with L2 sound + L1 subtitles) or bi-modal (L2 sound + L2 subtitles) to improve 
listening skills.  The findings were inconclusive as to which method was better for the 
students’ overall listening abilities, but it was noted that “reading captions (whether it is 
L1 or L2) does not seem to distract Japanese intermediate EFL learners’ attention from 
parsing the on-screen visual information” (p.323).   
Another study conducted in Iran (Hayati and Mohmedi, 2011) investigated the 
influence of subtitles in both the learners’ first language (Persian) and the target 
language (English) on learning outcomes.  Using documentaries produced by the BBC, 
the researchers concluded that using subtitles in English to complement the English 
audio was the most effective method to build listening skills.  They did however offer 
the caveats that subtitles in the native language could be beneficial to beginners “due to 
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their limited range of vocabulary items” (p. 190), and argued that advanced learners 
may benefit most from watching without any subtitles.   
The research of Latifi, Yuhanaee and Mohammadi (2012) proposes that the use 
of screenplays could be a viable alternative to scaffolding listening practice with 
subtitles.  In their study, students were instructed to watch two-minute sections of the 
film, The Truman Show (1998), and transcribe each section sentence by sentence.  For 
parts that learners found difficult, they were all encouraged to replay the difficult part 
four or five times.  If they still could not transcribe the sentence, one group was 
encouraged to consult the script to aid their comprehension, while the other was 
encouraged to forget about it and move on.  The researchers reported that the listening 
ability of the students who had access to the scripts, as measured by pre and post-study 
administration of the listening section of the IELTS test, improved significantly more 
than those who did not consult the scripts.  
Other Uses 
While the subject of improving L2 listening skills and the disputed helpfulness 
of subtitles may occupy the majority of the literature in the field, the possibilities for 
exploiting movies and television are limitless.  They may be used to teach aspects of 
culture, or as a springboard for presentations, discussions, role-plays and writing 
activities.  
There is a plethora of information available regarding the use of movies and 
television shows/programmes as language learning tools. To highlight the sheer variety 
of material available to researcher or educators, I will briefly introduce several pertinent 
studies and their relative findings.  
For instance, Web’s 2010 study investigates film’s potential to enhance 
vocabulary acquisition by applying methods from corpus linguistics.   
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In contrast, Fast and Harada’s research (2013) concerns using film resources to 
help Japanese high school students engage with difficult global issues topics such as 
World War Two.  Their methods of lesson delivery are particularly interesting as they 
provides a step-by-step guide, including pre and post-viewing activities that could be 
adapted to suit a range of subjects and educational contexts.  Feedback from their 
participants was collected and according to the researcher, it was overwhelmingly 
positive.  Students who took part in this research suggested that watching films “can be 
interesting”, is “an aid to understanding”, and “something they like to do”. With 
teachers’ guidance, viewing a film in class and exchanging opinions with their peers, 
instead of passively studying via the materials of a traditional curriculum, help students 
increase their awareness of global issues (Fast and Harada, 2013, p. 552).  
In his study based in Macedonia, Xhemaili (2013)claims that movies were a 
wonderful resource used in conjunction with graded-readers to enhance engagement 
with and understanding of the texts. Compiling views from both students and 
instructors, Xhemaili lists some key benefits of supplementing the readers with film 
adaptations of the same book.  He noted that the class was generally livelier, there were 
more student-teacher and student-teacher discussions about the story, the understanding 
of context-bound expressions was enhanced, and that watching adaptations of the books 
helped students develop critical thinking skills such as comparing and contrasting (p. 
65).  
A fellow educator has shared a lesson online using Mr Bean’s sandwich making 
techniques to introduce students to the ever-perplexing past-perfect (Cox, 2015).  The 
activity is interesting as it focuses on a particular aspect of grammar that many learners 
find difficult to grasp. The activity uses humour and the visual reinforcement of 
sequences to teach the past- perfect.  It also shows that movies and television 
shows/programmes can be an engaging learning resource even without dialogue or 
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language of any kind.  It also provides a model of how to utilise movie and television 
resources to target specific grammatical constructions and their usages.  
The potential and variety of possible uses for movies and television programmes 
is infinite.  With this in mind, the remaining part of this article will examine how 
instructors at Asia University are employing movie and television resources to enhance 
the educational experience of students at Asia University.   
 
The Method of Study and the Respondents 
Data for this research was gathered through a Google Forms survey, sent to all 
of the instructors of the Center for English Language at Asia University in the latter half 
of the first semester in 2016.  Questions included yes/no type questions, multiple choice 
and open-ended questions in which instructors were asked to write in greater detail 
about their use of and views on employing of movies and television programmes in 
class.  The survey offered the condition of anonymity and represents the majority of 
teaching staff at CELE; given that 23 of the 27 instructors responded to the survey.   
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Analysis and Discussion of Results 
Frequency and Amount of Use  
Respondents showed an overwhelmingly positive interest in the use of movies.  
Almost three quarters of the respondents either had used or were currently using 
television or movies in their classes.  If this amount is combined with the number of 
instructors who selected the responses, Not yet but I plan to quite soon, and I haven’t yet 
but I would like to some time I guess, only two of the respondents claimed to have no 
interest in using movies and television resources.    
 
 
Figure 1. Actual use and interest in use. 
 
While the majority of instructors do acknowledge that they use films in classes, 
there is a lot of variation in the frequency of use.  The two figures below, showing 
frequency of use in both Freshman English and Communication classes, indicate that 
movies and television programmes are not screened regularly by the majority of 
instructors.  Rather, they are used on special occasions such as holidays and days where 
circumstances such as extreme weather or the end of semester would decrease 
attendance or disrupt regular lessons.  
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Answer Options  
I don`t use movies in Freshman English classes. 
Pretty much every day. 
Regularly, about once a week. 
Semi-regularly (once a month, once every three weeks or so). 
Just occasionally. 
To coincide with holidays like Christmas, Halloween etc. 
In extreme situations, like bad weather when hardly anyone will show up. 
At the end of the semester to fill in the last couple of days after the exams are 
finished. 
Figure 2. Frequency of use in Freshman English classes.   
 
Answer Options  
I don`t use movies in Communication classes. 
Pretty much every day. 
Semi-regularly (once a month, once every three weeks or so). 
To coincide with holidays like Christmas, Halloween etc. 
In extreme situations, like bad weather when hardly anyone will show up. 
Just occasionally. 
At the end of the semester to fill in the last couple of days after the exams are 
finished. 
Figure 3. Frequency of use in Communication classes. 
The data also shows that movies and television resources were being used far 
more frequently in Freshman English classes.  The 90-minute communication classes 
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usually have a set theme or goal and are only held once a week.  As Freshman English 
classes have either 180 minutes or 225 minutes of class time with instructors per week, 
and much broader, less defined goals, it is highly probable that the use of movies 
increases with the amount of class time and flexibility in the syllabus.  The one 
respondent whose response to frequency of use in communication classes was, Pretty 
much every week, is teaching a communication class with a syllabus designed around 
movies.  
As for how much class time was used for the actual watching of movies or 
television shows, in Freshman English classes the majority of instructors used 15-30 
minutes of a 45-minute class.  Of the eight respondents who used movies or television 
programmes in Communication classes, two instructors used 30 minutes, one used 45 
minutes and two used 60 minutes of class time.  Three instructors chose responses of 30 
minutes or less.  
 
Type of Materials Used and Criteria for Suitable Materials  
Movies are more frequently used than television shows despite short videos such 
as those found on YouTube being included as a form of television for the purpose of 
this study.  
 
Figure 4. Materials used. 
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As for genres, instructors seem to show films and programmes belonging to a 
wide range of genres, without any particular genre of either movie or television shows 
emerging as clearly preferential.  In television shows, factual material seems to be most 
popular, while for movies, light entertainment such as comedies and animated films are 
used the most.  
 
Figure 5. Genre of movies used.  
 
 
Figure 6. Genre of television programme used.  
 
The survey further asked for personal opinions as to what makes material 
suitable or useful for use in classes.  While answers varied greatly, some of the most 
common responses and representative answers are as follows.   
Firstly, eight instructors mentioned that the ease of understanding either the 
story or the English used in the materials were critical factors they considered when 
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selecting material.   Actual responses to the question, “What qualities make a movie or 
TV show good or suitable for use in class?” are included in italics. 
… good story, easy to understand and most students can relate to it. 
The second most common concern was appropriateness for classroom use, with 
bad language, violence and obscene content avoided.  
…nothing culturally, sexually, obscenely offensive that would require grave 
explanations. 
As indicated by the popularity of comedy in both movies and television shows, 
humour and entertainment value were also appealing aspects mentioned by seven 
respondents.  One instructor wrote:  
…“light topic” (nothing too deep or serious) funny, a topic somewhat familiar 
to the students. 
Instructors also mentioned cultural content and relevance to textbook and current 
class topics as important criteria.  
Language of Audio and Subtitles 
As mentioned above, the use of subtitles with movie and television materials is 
an issue which looms large over the field.  The results of this survey indicate 
overwhelmingly that CELE instructors feel it is necessary to give students the support 
of subtitles, either in English or Japanese.  Three instructors indicated that they showed 
videos with only English audio.  The number of instructors showing videos (with either 
English audio with English subtitles or Japanese subtitles) was almost even; 11 and 10 
respectively, to be precise.    
Considering the information gleaned from studies discussed in the literature 
review, it seems that instructors at Asia University are conforming to the general 
consensus that subtitles are helpful to students, particularly for lower-level students who 
struggle to make sense of authentic material.  In Freshman English classes, most 
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students could be classified as beginners or false beginners with little to no exposure to 
authentic English outside of the classroom.   
Goals and Style of Usage  
CELE instructors reported a number of goals and aspects of students’ language 
abilities that they attempted to develop.  Figures 7 and 8 represent the goals for the use 
of movie and television materials.  
 
Figure 7. Key target skills.  
 
 
Figure 8. Other target language skills and knowledge. 
Listening was the most common skill targeted while speaking was a close 
second.  This reflects both the perception that movies and television programmes 
containing authentic English, and the communicative focus of English classes at Asia 
University.  Many instructors were also employing movie and television resources to 
teach cultural awareness, expand students’ vocabulary and to create opportunities to 
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promote critical thinking and discussions.  Figure 9 shows that all instructors used post-
activities while most also used pre-activities and “while-watching” activities.   
 
Figure 9. Use of pre-, post-, and “while watching” activities.  
 
The survey also asked instructors to provide some detailed information and 
examples of the kinds of activities they used in class.  Responses to these questions 
indicated that pre-teaching vocabulary and predicting activities were most commonly 
employed prior to watching.  With the aim of helping students to understand content, a 
number of instructors employed true or false and gap fill comprehension checking 
activities while students watched the segment.  Finally, both written and oral tasks 
including discussions, summary writing and reports, were commonly used after 
students’ had finished watching.   
15 instructors claimed that they made their own materials.  Nine reported using 
materials shared by other instructors, while eleven reported that they had obtained and 




Overall, most instructors had no form of assessment based on these materials 
and even fewer designated a percentage of the final grade to be based on their 
91 
performance in activities related to movie and television resources.  Instructors who 
incorporated assessment activities reported almost universally that they employed either 
written tests or written reports.  Interestingly, while listening was the skill most targeted 
for improvement, it was not the main skill being assessed.  
  
 
Figure 10. Instructors with assessment based on movie and television resources.  
 
Figure 11. Instructors with a percentage of the final grade designated for movie 
and television resources. 
 
Advantages and Disadvantages of Using Movies in Class 
By far the most common benefit of using movies and television programmes in 
class reported by respondents was the perceived benefit of increasing motivation in 
students.  Of the total nineteen respondents to this section, ten respondents considered 
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increased motivation and greater student engagement as positive effects.  Some 
representative responses from the survey of CELE instructors are as follows: 
…stimulates senses in a different way to other activities and narratives are good 
way to encourage learning.  
I think they can motivate students to learn English and can help students 
practice their comprehension skills, because the movie visuals provide a lot of clues to 
what's going on and to what the characters are saying. 
Similarly, twelve instructors favoured the use of movies and television 
programmes as they provided variety and an alternative to reliance on the textbook as 
the basis for lessons.  There seemed to be widespread acknowledgment that students, 
particularly in Freshman English, need a break from the regular structure or content of 
lessons and that movies and television can provide this while still being beneficial to 
second language acquisition. Some representative responses were: 
It breaks up the daily routine, students look forward to it as a reward. 
…gives students a break, something they enjoy, may motivate them to study more 
or see the utility of studying English in general 
Compared to audio content in textbook materials, numerous instructors also 
reported that the authenticity and the naturalness of the language input in films and 
television programmes were beneficial to students.  Others mentioned that movies and 
television offered students the opportunity to engage with foreign cultures and to make 
topics studied in class more realistic and meaningful.  One respondent wrote of movie 
and television resources that they are: 
…a natural way of showing culture, language, society, or situations in another 
language but casually without forced language or pretensions.  
When asked why they had chosen to use movies or television in the classroom, 
the respondents’ sentiments echoed those above.  This is, they mainly referred to the 
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relevance of the material, the variety of material, and student engagement and 
motivation.  
In direct response to the question “Do you think using movies/television shows 
improves the motivation of students?”, most instructors responded affirmatively.  While 
most instructors did believe it increased motivation, a significant number (six) held less 
positive views about the capacity of movies and television programmes to engage 
students.  
 
 Figure 13. Responses to the question “Do you think using movies/television 
shows improve the motivation of students?” 
 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that raising and maintaining motivation in English 
classes, especially Freshman English is a major concern for instructors.  The graphs 
below demonstrate that visual stimuli generally manage to hold the attention of 
students.   
94 
 Figure 14. Responses to the question “When you are showing movies/TV shows 
in class, what proportion of the students are watching attentively (not sleeping/playing 
with phones etc.)?” 
 
The survey also gave instructors the chance to share their opinions on the 
disadvantages of using movies and television.  Instructors who are not currently using 
(or planning to use) these resources were invited to share their reasons for not screening 
movies and television programmes in class.   
Interestingly, issues of motivation and engagement—which featured 
significantly in reported advantages of and reasons for using movie and television 
resources—were also widely considered as negative aspects.  A total of twelve 
comments reported that students did not put much effort into movie and television-
based activities. Some sample responses are below:  
…students distracted, not paying attention, little value for time spent. 
…keeping the students awake and focused. 
95 
Another major concern was that authentic materials were too difficult to adapt to 
low-level students and that this could be a waste of time or a demotivating factor. 
Respondents wrote the following: 
 Students might experience a flood of language and feel overwhelmed. Instead of 
focusing on attempting to comprehend, students might tune out. 
I feel that the students’ level is too low and class time is better used on materials 
aimed at their level. 
Finally, time limits were also significant factors which respondents considered 
when deciding whether to employ movies and television programmes in their lessons:0  
I have used them elsewhere; I find Asia U's 45-minute sections impracticable for 
movie-watching. 
I find time a major limiting factor, and with students so unmotivated to prepare 
for class I can't see dedicating so much of our precious little class-time to what they 
should be doing on their own time... 
 
Instructors’ Attitudes towards Movie and Television Resources Available at 
Asia University  
The majority of instructors were moderately satisfied with the movie and 
television resources available at Asia University.  No instructors chose the most extreme 
responses of amazing, or abysmal.   
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Figure 15. Responses to the question “How do the movie/television resources at 
Asia University compare to other educational institutions that you have worked at?” 
 
When asked to share their thoughts as to how availability, access and use of 
movie and television could be improved, numerous instructors suggested that a 
university subscription to internet-based services such as Netflix or Hulu would be 
desirable.  Others made reference to classroom equipment:  
Obviously bigger and better screens (pref. LCD or better) in the classrooms 
would be more ideal. The sound from our classroom TVs is also rather poor. 
…by equipping each room with either at best, an interactive white-board and 
computer set-up, or a least, a permanent ceiling mounted data projector and a 
permanently mounted pull-down screen to cover the chalk board. 
In regards to classroom equipment, at present, each room is equipped with a 
laptop computer, a standard-sized television and a DVD player.  .  In general, instructors 
were satisfied with the resources that they currently have access to but would appreciate 
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the ease and variety of access a movie and television subscription service would offer.  
There is also slight dissatisfaction with the hardware currently available in classrooms.  
 
Suggestions for Further Study 
This study focused only on the practices and attitudes of instructors at Asia 
University.  As one respondent noted in regards to advantages and disadvantages of 
movies and television programmes as second language learning resources, it is difficult 
to know how much students get it.  Whether the instructor was referring to the students 
not understanding the materials themselves, or the justification and benefits of using 
such materials is unclear, it would be interesting and useful to survey students and 
determine to what extent they understand the material presented in class, whether it 
increases their motivation, and whether they see it as educationally viable and a 
worthwhile use of their class time.   
Conclusion 
The use of movies and television resources for English language education is 
widespread at Asia University.  While there was a great degree of variation in terms of 
frequency and style of usage, the thoughtful responses of instructors suggest that the use 
is in general carefully considered and systematic.  Factors of motivation, variety, 
authenticity and exposure to culture were the most popular justifications for the use of 
these materials.  While conversely, factors of motivation were also listed as 
disadvantages of screening movies and television programmes in class.  Low-ability 
levels and short class times, particularly in 45-minute Freshman English classes, were 
also drawbacks.  Overall though, instructors in the Center for English Language 
Education feel that movies and television are a good addition to textbooks and other 
standard curriculum.  The majority of instructors are using them to try to improve 
various language skills and as a basis for numerous and varied classroom activities.   
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